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The UN is stepping in to help protect Africans from wealthy countries leasing 
agricultural land in many states on the continent. Nigel Williams reports.
Alarm bells over Africa land dealsMore than 50 heads of state gathered 
late last month to look at ways of 
policing the extraordinary ‘land grab’ 
that has seen richer countries buy up 
at least 20 million hectares of farmland 
in Africa in the last two years. The 
United Nations is drawing up a 
‘code of conduct’ in an effort to slow 
what has been described as a new 
scramble for Africa, while agricultural 
experts are calling for a new global 
watchdog and aid agencies are 
appealing for a moratorium on new 
deals.
Countries including the Gulf states, 
South Korea, Egypt, China and India and a host of private investors and 
sovereign wealth funds have provoked 
serious concerns internationally 
with a string of aggressive and often 
secretive deals for large tracts of 
arable land in Africa. Around 40 million 
hectares are thought to have been 
leased or bought, often in countries’ 
most fertile regions, raising concerns 
about food production for native 
Africans.
The code hopes to try to break the 
secrecy surrounding these deals and 
ensure locals’ rights are not being 
trampled on by big corporations 
or governments and that Africans’ food security is not being further 
threatened.
“In the worst cases it’s fair to say we 
are looking at neo-colonialism,” said 
David Hallam, deputy director of the 
trade and markets division at the UN’s 
Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO).
In the last year Saudi Arabia has 
added to huge holdings in Sudan 
with a $100 million deal for land in 
famine-stricken Ethiopia; Qatar has 
begun acquiring 40,000 hectares in 
Kenya’s Tana River delta to grow fruit 
and vegetables, despite a drought 
that sees the UN feeding four million 
Kenyans; China has added to its 
holdings in Zimbabwe and Algeria; 
and Egypt has leased 2 million acres Island troubles: Madagascar has been at the heart of secret deals between the former government and South Korea to lease land; although 
these deals have now been scrapped, environmental problems continue. (Picture: Photolibrary.)
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In the run-up to the Copenhagen 
meeting, politicians competed 
to make a good impression 
without having to make any actual 
commitments. The UK government 
proudly pointed to its recent 
legislation, the Climate Act 2008, as 
a pioneering achievement, and the 
Foreign Office organised a roadshow 
in various European capitals 
to promote the legislation and 
encourage other European countries 
to follow its example.
Back in the UK, however, the 
Institution of Mechanical Engineers 
released a detailed report on climate 
change and UK policy in this field, 
coming to the conclusion that the 2008 
Act has failed already, as achieving its 
targets would require an engineering 
effort unprecedented in the history of 
humanity, of which there is no evidence 
so far. Moreover, the Institution says, 
the Act contains no penalties for not 
achieving the targets set for 2020 and 
for 2050, so it is essentially a statement 
of intentions only.
The report analyses the UK’s efforts 
towards decarbonisation in terms of 
carbon dioxide emission per GDP, 
which is a generous way of looking at 
it, as the actual emissions are divided 
by a larger number than would apply 
for most countries. The data would 
look very different if analysed in terms 
of residents’ carbon footprints. With 
this analysis, the study finds a degree 
of decarbonisation over the years 
1991–2006, which is unsurprising, 
as the economy grew quite rapidly 
over this time, and its focus shifted 
away from manufacturing towards the 
finance sector, effectively moving part 
of the UK’s carbon dioxide emissions 
to China.
One decarbonising event that was 
real, however, was the ‘dash for gas’ 
in 1992–1998, when coal- fired power 
stations were replaced with more 
efficient gas-fired ones, resulting 
in an annual increase of carbon 
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The deal that really brought the 
phenomenon to the surface was the 
former Madagascar government’s 
decision to lease 1.3 million hectares, 
or half the island’s arable land, to the 
South Korean giant Daewoo for 99 
years for biofuel plantations. When it 
was revealed that Daewoo would pay 
nothing for the land and would instead 
barter it for infrastructure projects, 
President Marc Ravalomanana’s 
administration became the first to fall 
over ‘land grabbing’. The deal has 
been scrapped.
The scramble has its roots in last 
year’s food crisis, which saw a huge 
spike in the price of staples and in 
food protectionism, where countries 
slapped export bans on rice and other 
foodstuffs. Food was not only more 
expensive, it was unavailable for a 
time in many places. Then came the 
oil price rises. “Oil-rich and water-
poor countries suddenly became 
interested in securing their long-term 
food supplies,” said Ruth Meinzen-
Dick, senior research fellow at the 
International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI) in Washington. “Many 
of these deals were quite secretive 
and there was no clear benefit for the 
people living in these areas.”
Added to these factors was the 
historic switch from food to fuel, 
driven by US subsidies for corn-based 
ethanol and hasty moves by the EU to 
set targets to switch from fossil fuels 
to biofuels which have since been 
substantially reduced. The IFPRI is 
calling for a watchdog “with teeth” to 
ensure there is “informed consent” in 
poorer countries where land is being 
leased, as well as respect for African 
customary law, which is supposed 
to protect the traditional rights of 
smallholders.
Meinzen-Dick advocates a system 
that would ensure that, in times of 
shortage, there would be restrictions 
on the amount of food exported from 
foreign-owned land.
The irony is that the current trend 
could be beneficial in some sense 
as many people believe Africa is in 
dire need of investment; foreign and 
domestic spending on agriculture has 
dipped substantially in the past two 
decades.
The London-based International 
Institute for Environment and 
Development rejects the ‘land grab’ 
analysis as too simplistic. In a recent report the think-tank argued that there 
can be an upside if the investments 
were structured to create “new 
opportunities”.
The report does warn that too much 
of the land being signed away is “high 
value” and that African governments 
are pushing through deals under 
the pretence that common land is 
“unused”.
Speaking at an FAO event in 
Washington earlier this year, Chido 
Makunike, a Zambian agricultural 
consultant, explained: “In Africa, 
far from being perceived as a mere 
economic resource, land has cultural, 
sentimental and political meanings 
and represents one of the strongest 
symbols of dispossession during the 
colonial era.”
But the collapse of the Madagascar 
deal has brought further problems. 
Ravalomanana, the former president, 
was praised by conservationists  
for putting six million hectares of 
forest under protection and backing 
eco-friendly community projects 
and sustainable farming. But he was 
ousted in a coup in March that led to 
a breakdown in law and order and a 
rush of loggers and poachers. 
Conservationists are saying that 
armed gangs are exploiting the 
security vacuum to pillage rosewood 
and ebony from supposedly protected 
forests. This year, an estimated  
$100 million worth of hardwood has 
been cut down and sold, mostly to 
China to be turned into furniture.
The new government, which 
levies a 40 per cent export tax, is 
accused not only of failing to stop 
the trade but actively encouraging it. 
The government issued an order in 
October authorising the export of raw 
and semi-processed hardwood. This 
supposedly relates to trees that have 
been felled naturally by cyclones, but 
conservationists say it has only proved 
an incentive for more illegal logging.
Niall O’Connor, head of the WWF’s 
Indian Ocean regional office says: 
“this is the legalisation of illegally cut 
timber. The government stands to 
make a lot from the tax levied on this 
timber. The current crisis is setting 
back the good impacts made in 
conservation in the past 15–20 years.”
O’Connor warned that 
Madagascar’s wildlife was in jeopardy. 
“We have the potential for losing 
hundreds if not thousands of species. 
There are still new species being 
discovered.”
